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anything but that 
by Peren (Periazhad) 


Summary 


The mage is tired, and knows he deserves what's going to happen, so why bother to fight it? 


Notes 


Inspired by Envy's work(s) in this same vein. This one literally diverges a smidge into hers, 
so go read it first if you want well-written context and not my attempt at a summary. 


The wolves attacked the hunters camp. The collar fell off the mage's neck, and instead of 
using his magic to escape, he used it to open the cages and free the wolves. 


The wolves don't know the mage wasn't a willing hunter, and have given the remaining 
hunters a five minute head start to try to escape. 


e Inspired by in bocca al lupo by envysparkler 


The grass is cool beneath his toes, nothing like the hard, dusty ground of the camp. He can go up 
the trees, not just look at them from the boundary of the camp, and he walks up to one, running a 
finger over the rough bark, tipping his head back to look up into the branches. 


He has a stray thought of trying to climb, to hide up, because he doesn’t have the energy to run. But 
wolves track by scent, and he’d be found and killed anyways. 


He deserves it. The number of wolves he locked in cages, watched getting taken away, watched 
murdered in front of his eyes? He’s lost count by now, and that feels almost worse than being 
responsible for so much of it. 


The hunters would hunt and kill without him, of course, but he made it so much easier. 


Another deep breath of the clean-smelling air, free of fear and dust and pain, and then he turns and 
drifts slowly back into the ruined camp. The wolves are at the far end, half of them shifted, tails 
lashing and pacing. The alpha is still in human form, and he walks up to her, the eyes of everyone 
on him, conversation falling silent, tension mounting. He walks up to her, and sinks to his knees 
and bows his head. 


“What is this?” the alpha asks, cold and remote. 


He opens his mouth and hears himself say, “I’m sorry.” Because he is. He’s sorry he was weak, 
sorry he couldn’t be brave, even to save another’s life, even to save so many lives. He was weak, 
and aided and abetted murders, and he would do anything to take it back. 


Anything but suffer the pain they inflicted on him every time he tried to disobey. 


He hates himself more than they ever could. 


“Sorry?” another wolf snarls. “You think saying sorry means we’re not going to rip you apart?” 


He flinches, but keeps his eyes on the ground. 


“No,” he says softly. “I just—” He swallows. “There’s no point in running.” 


He’s exhausted, muscles trembling, magic reserves that ran so high when the collar fell off his neck 
now drained to a burning emptiness. So he’s delivered himself up to death, rather than desperately 
trying to escape. 


A wolf crouches near him and grips his chin, tipping his head up. He looks into furious eyes, and 
blinks back his own tears. 


“You think we’ll make it quick, if you don’t run?” she asks softly. “You think pretending to be 
sorry, to be contrite, gets you mercy?” 


He’s not pretending, and he had hoped, but no more. He swallows down a protest. 


“That’s the mage,” someone else says, walking closer. 


“Oh,” says the wolf holding his chin. “ You’re the one who made this all possible.” A low rumble 
runs around the clearing. “Wolves don’t usually play with their food, but we could make an 
exception for you.” 


He swallows hard, and can’t quite blink back a tear before it runs down his cheek. 


She snorts. “Crying isn’t going to help. ’m sure many of ours cried before you and yours 
murdered them.” She drops his chin and stands up, and he looks back down at the ground. She’s 
right. There was begging and screaming and crying and pleading and he was just—weak. 


He deserves whatever happens next. 


“Why’d you do it?” someone asks, angrily. “Was it fun for you? Did you enjoy it? Or did you just 
like the money?” 


He almost laughs. The money. The money he never saw, the money that was never spent to clothe 
him, to feed him, to give him anything but the bare minimum needed to create just enough magic. 


“Well?” he demands. “Tell us, tell us why you’re sorry now.” 


Any explanation he can offer will fall flat. Being a slave doesn’t mean he didn’t have choices, 
because there’s always a choice. And he chose the path that was easiest for him, he was selfish and 
cruel, and every time one of the hunters made him hurt for their own amusement, every time one of 
them fucked him and left him to sleep naked outside a tent, he knew it was no more than he 


deserved. 


“I—” he starts, and then stops, throat tight. “I’m sorry,” he offers, knowing it’s inadequate, 
knowing they weren’t in time to free all of their pack, knowing nothing is ever enough. A wolf 
pads over to him; he can feel the fur brush against his arms, feel the growl rumble through him, and 
he knows he’s shaking but he can’t stop. 


“Those who want to hunt the others can go,” the alpha says. “Those who want to play with their 
food are welcome to stay here.” 


He swallows back pleas, because they’re not going to listen, not going to care, and it’s no more 
than he deserves. 


“Mages are useful,” a new voice says, cold and cruel. “It might be worth it to keep him around.” 


The wolf’s tail flicks across his face as it backs away from him, and he shudders. 


“Find him a collar, and we can have a pet of our own.” 


No, they’re supposed to kill him, he can’t—he doesn’t deserve it, doesn’ t— 


“No,” he says, the word slipping out before he can call it back. Even if he’s empty, his magic is 
still free, and he can’t let it be caged again. “No, please.” 


“You’d rather die?” the cold voice asks, and he doesn’t even hesitate. He can’t be—what if they 
want him to hurt others, or—he can’t hurt anyone else again. 


“Yes,” he says, and his voice cracks, and he looks up at the ring of furious faces around him, 
desperately trying to convince them. “Please,” he begs. “You can’t—please don’t—please, just kill 


bed 


me. 


But no one cares what he wants, and that’s fitting, because no one should, but he can’t, he can’t 
wear a collar again, and live in fear of the pain if he disobeys, and live in fear of making decisions 
that should never be made and having to hurt someone else and— 


Tears spill out down his cheeks, and he tries to brush them off, searching each face above him for 
someone who can give him the simple mercy of killing him. 


“Oh,” someone says, looking down at him. “You don’t want to be collared, forced into a cage, 
forced to do what someone else wants?” 


She’s asking, like he’s unfamiliar with it, like it would be a new torture for him, like it would hurt 
him instead of break him beyond repair. 


“Maybe,” she says, crouching down. “Maybe you shouldn’t have done it to so many of our kind.” 


“I’m sorry,” he says, chest heaving, tears dripping off his cheeks to splash on the dusty ground. “T 
didn’t mean to,” he pleads. “I didn’t want—” 


“Didn’t want to lock them up?” the alpha asks, and she sounds angry. “You didn’t want to help my 
kind be caught and tortured and sold and killed? You didn’t want to do that? You did do that.” Her 
voice cracks through the clearing, and the mage hunches down. 


He absolutely did. 


“T’m sorry,” he begs again. “But please don’ t—” 


“If you didn’t want to,” she continues. “Why did you do it?” 


He pauses, frozen. They made me is a child’s excuse, because no one made him do anything, he 
chose to do it. They’d hurt me if I didn’t is more the truth, but it won't satisfy any of them. 


Silence presses in on the camp, and he tries to stop crying, tries to figure out what to say, and he 
wonders if they’ II kill him if he just lunges at the alpha. 


“Lada,” the wolf crouching next to him says suddenly, and he flinches as she runs a finger along 
the back of his neck. “Lada, there’s a scar around his neck.” 


The alpha steps forward and reaches down an arm, pulling him up effortlessly, gripping his chin 
and tipping it so she can study his neck. 


Even as his heart pounds in fear, he just wishes she’d rip out his throat. Lengthen her human nails 
into razor claws, and end this once and for all. 


“You were collared,” she says flatly, letting his head drop back down, and he doesn’t answer. It’s 
not a question. 


She’s studying him, and he can feel the tension in the clearing shifting, and he knows that they’ re 
seeing him differently, seeing that he’s already been a slave, and done it well, so he’ll be useful for 
them, already broken in—‘How long?” she asks softly, and he stares at the ground when he 
answers. 


“Eight years.” 


A growl ripples through the wolves left, and he shakes in the alpha’s grip. 


Eight years he helped hurt and hunt their kind. 


“l’m—I’m sorry,” he says again, feeling their eyes on him. “I didn’t—” He bites back excuses. 
“Please don’t collar me again,” he says softly. “Please, I can’t—just kill me, I know I deserve it, 
but don’t—I can’t go back in a collar, please.” 


Only he can, if they will it. He can and he could spend another eight years, or more, locked up and 
serving at their pleasure. He could spend his entire life and he doesn’t have a damn say in any of it, 
hasn’t since a hunter snatched him from his hometown, since— 


The alpha’s grip tightens on his arm, and he’s torn between relief and fear, because she can hurt 
him without even trying, snap his bones, slice through his skin, but maybe she’ll kill him after. 


Instead, her grip tightens and she pulls him— into an embrace. 


He goes rigid, not breathing, and she wraps her arms around him. 


“Fight years,” she says softly. “Eight years a slave.” 


He trembles in her arms, and he doesn’t—even when they fucked him no one held him. If they 
didn’t want him to move, they had cuffs and chains, or they just ordered him and hurt him more 
when he failed. No one—no one held him. 


He doesn’t understand. 


But he’s tired and drained, scared and heartsick, and she’s warm, and he hasn’t felt the gentle 
warmth of another person since before the collar, and he can’t—he’s always been weak. He rests 
his head against her, lets the tension leave his body, lets his body shake, and doesn’t hold back the 
tears. 


“Fight years,” she murmurs again, and he—it’s just— 


Well, he got to walk on grass, touch a tree, feel his magic, and now he gets a hug before he dies. 


That’s more than he deserves. 


There’s a warm weight at his back, and he flinches, but doesn’t pull away. If she’s holding him 
still for someone else to hurt, that’s fine. 


But the pressure is solid, and warm, and he can’t help but think it feels comforting. He can’t stop 
crying, because he’s warm, and being held, and it feels almost like safely, except— 


Except they’re going to execute him, or collar him, and hedeserves either of those, and he just— 


“Please,” he chokes out. “Please kill me.” 


The arms around him tighten, not enough to hurt, just enough to feel secure, and he can’t let it feel 
like security. 


“No,” the alpha says into his hair, and a shudder runs through him. 


“Please,” he begs. “Please, just get it over with.” 


“No one is going to kill you,” says a soft voice from behind him, and something inside him just 
crumples. 


“Please,” he begs. “I know I deserve it, but don’t collar me again. I can’t—please, I’m sorry!” 


He knows no one is going to listen to him. He’s limp, sobbing on their alpha, and he’s sent 
hundreds of their kind to death. 


His legs suddenly give out, and the alpha holds up his weight for a moment, and then she kneels 
down gracefully, still holding him tightly. 


“No one is going to collar you,” she says, and he doesn’t—he can’t—if they’re not going to kill or 
collar him, are they just—going to leave him here? 


The idea fills him with sudden terror. There’s probably no food left, and he doesn’t have shoes, and 
he can’t walk, and he has no magic, and—and he could probably find a weapon and kill himself, 
but he’s always been weak, and what if he can’t, what if another hunter group comes to check and 
finds him, and all the bodies, and they—they recollar him, or worse or— 


Without meaning to, his arms come up and he clings to alpha. 


“No,” he sobs desperately. “Don’t leave me alone, please, just kill me. Don’t leave me here.” 


“We’re not leaving you here,” the alpha says, and she sounds upset, and he’s sorry, he didn’t mean 


to upset her, he just wants someone to kill him, please. 


One of her hands loosens and comes up and—and he braces for a shove, or a slice, or a sickening 
snap, and instead she traces a finger along part of his scar, before setting a hand in his hair and 
holding him close. 


“We’re freeing you,” she says, and he does not—he does not understand. 


“But I helped the hunters,” he chokes out, even as his hands fist in her shirt. He’s not sure he can let 
go. He’s not sure what’s happening. He’s tired of trying to understand, tired of trying to make a 
choice that was never his to make in the first place. 


“They made you help them,” someone else says. “It wasn’t your fault.” 


“Tt was,” he argues. “I could have told them no.” 


“Really?” says the voice pressed closed behind him. “What happened when you said no?” 


He flinches, squeezing his eyes shut, memories of pain-terror-pleading-no drowning him, and he 
shoves his face further into the alpha, like that is any true comfort. Memories of them laughing, 
and taking turns and— 


“T could have said no,” he repeats, voice shaking. The hunters made it clear he always had a 
choice. No one was making him help. They’d have their fun with him if he didn’t want to help 
them hurt the wolves, sell his body to whoever wanted to use it, break him down and keep going. 


He always had a choice. 


He was just selfish. 


“Sometimes you can’t,” a man says, voice deep with sadness. “It’s not always that simple.” 


“But I could,” he sobs. “I could have let them—I could have—” 


Don’t pretend like you don’t like this, a hunter sneered in his mind. The collar just limits your 
magic, it doesn’t let us control you. 


“Breaking under torture isn’t weakness,” says the alpha bluntly, and the mage flinches before 
burrowing deeper into her, trying to crush the hope growing inside of him. 


“But I could have—” 


“You did say no,” the voice at his back says. “You did, and they hurt you, until you couldn’t say 
no anymore.” She says it with absolute confidence, and she’s—she’s right, but he could have been 
stronger, braver, could have grabbed a weapon and killed himself, if not them, could have spared 
everyone all this pain. 


“Who freed them?” asks the voice that wanted to collar him, but it’s not so cruel now. “Who broke 
the spells?” 


A murmur around the clearing, hushed voices, and he opened the cages, but that doesn’t undo 
anything, doesn’t mean anything— 


“When you had a choice,” the man says, cold and precise. “You chose to help us. Now you can 
make whatever choices you want.” 


It’s a trap, a trick, trying to reassure him before hurting him. 


The hunters were gentle, coaxing, when they first got him. And then when he refused, and they 
hurt him—someone would come in, tend his wounds, treat him like a person, but they always 
wanted something. And when he wouldn’t do it, the pain would come back again. 


This is surely no different. 


“What do you want?” he asks, low and shattered, tears finally drying up. He can’t fight anymore, 
can’t beg, can’t do anything but what he tried to do in the first place: submit to their will. 


It’s all he can remember, submitting to others, flashes of his previous life worn thin or pushed 
away, too painful to look at. 


His body grows still, trembling slipping away, and he just—exists for their pleasure. 


“We want you to come home with us,” the alpha says, and he pulls back a bit and nods. 


And her arms loosen and he scrambles to his feet, in the middle of so many, many wolves. 


Distantly, he notices some of them have red muzzles, and wonders when the blood will be his. 
Even if they don’t kill him, eventually they’ Il realize they can do anything to him, and the human 
body can endure a lot. He’s living proof. 


But somewhere along the way he forgot that he’s barely slept for two days, that they didn’t give 
him any food yesterday because they thought it was funny to make him beg and still refuse him, 
and that expending every last drop of your magic has a price. 


In this case, the price is a wave of blackness spreading over him, his hearing going muffled, and 
the ground rushing back up to him. 
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